The Colonial Film Unit (1939)(1940)(1941)(1942)(1943)(1944)(1945)(1946)(1947)(1948)(1949)(1950)(1951)(1952)(1953)(1954)(1955) produced over 200 films, which were exhibited non-theatrically to African audiences through its fleet of mobile cinema vans. While the CFU closely monitored, and theorised on, its film texts, the particular ways in which these films were exhibited and received was afforded far less attention and remains critically overlooked by scholars.
This ideology of film form, founded on regressive assumptions about the cognitive capabilities of the African spectator, would influence a final generation of colonial filmmakers, who set up, worked with, and trained members of emerging local units. It has also, somewhat inevitably, dominated and concealed the more progressive or innovative aspects of the CFU's work, and obfuscated -both then and nowthe very specific ways in which these films were presented and experienced within colonial Africa.
In this article I will illustrate the need to look beyond the film texts, first examining the ways in which the British government sought to standardise the mobile exhibition of film across its colonies. In analysing audience surveys conducted by the CFU over a decade -from the midst of war to the cusp of political independence -I will highlight the challenges and limitations evident within the government's use of film. The CFU holds a critical role in the emergence of local cinema cultures -establishing film and exhibition practices across the globe -and the moves towards independence are played out, in a small though significant way, through its experiences within the colonies. While the London-based CFU often fixated on the film text, by looking more closely at film shows as political events, we can see one of the ways in which the colonised began to manoeuvre authority from the coloniser. As a local catalyst for the reclamation of power, the travelling commentator represents the rise of a new, largely overlooked, voice within African cultural and political life.
Film Exhibition across the Empire
In June 1940, barely six months after the establishment of the CFU, William Sellers arrived in Lagos, Nigeria, to oversee the arrival of a new fleet of mobile cinema vans that would be used across West Africa. While highlighting Sellers' desire to standardise the technology used, controlling and administering the use of this technology was considerably more problematic. 3 Sellers had intended to use his initial visit to 'hold [a] course of instruction in Lagos' for the newly selected mobile cinema staff from Nigeria, the Gold Coast and Sierra Leone. In a letter first proposing the trip in January 1940, Sellers had outlined the need to train local cinema staff. 'Another point on which I do not feel too happy,' he began, 'concerns the African staff who will be responsible for operating the cinema vans and other equipment. I know from experience that training Africans for this particular work is not easy.' 4 While Sellers acknowledged the importance of training and monitoring the newly appointed staff, he was unable to bring all the West African staff together in Lagos. Indeed, despite these early initiatives, the CFU would not establish further training courses over the next decade, a fact noted in a 1949 UNESCO report on the use of mobile cinema vans. 'One of the main difficulties,' it wrote, 'appears to be the absence of any fixed standards for projectionists, the absence of a set course of training and the fact that the composition of the crews of the mobile cinema units is extremely varied.' The report highlighted the apparent failings of the CFU in monitoring the non-mechanical, human elements of mobile cinema exhibition. 'The quality of training and the courses available to members of projection units in British colonial territories,' the report continued, 'depend more upon facilities and plans arranged locally than upon any system of instruction determined from London.' 5 Throughout this period, the work of the CFU reflected a broader tension between local administration and central colonial policy. The Sellers' filmmaking technique is indicative of the CFU's attempts to organise, formalise and centralise film production, and the unit also exercised a physical control over the films, all of which passed through London for processing. When the CFU ceded some authority to local units at the end of the 1940s as part of the political moves towards decolonisation, it set up extensive training schools for the local filmmakers, run by CFU figures and with a prescribed curriculum. In contrast, its training of mobile crews was largely reliant on local preferences. This centralised administration of film exhibition was, it seems, both harder to achieve and less clearly prioritised. 6 A close examination of the CFU's quarterly, Colonial Cinema (1943 Cinema ( -1954 shows local film workers developing exhibition practices, often on an ad hoc basis. A 1948 article on the use of commentators in Nigeria, concluded that 'If others engaged in the use of film would care to share their experiences in this matter we in Nigeria would be grateful.' In developing his own methods as a British filmmaker with the CFU, the writer acknowledged the possible failings in these local practices. 'We think we are right,' he observed, 'but there is the unhappy possibility that we may be wrong.' 7 By 1950, the CFU distributed 1200 copies of Colonial Cinema every quarter to 'men in the field' in 35 colonial territories, and also now used the publication to outline and transmit model exhibition practices. What we see within Colonial Cinema (Figure 1 ) is the circulation of ideas and practices, but without a specified means of enforcing, checking or regulating their adoption. 9 While the CFU may have struggled to monitor the human involvement within these film shows, Sellers' initial writings do reveal early attempts to standardise their organisation and structure. 10 What is especially significant here is that these shows were imagined, as both Charles Ambler and Brian Larkin convincingly argue, as political events, and as ways of organising and addressing colonial subjects, regardless of the films shown.
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In its audience surveys, the CFU focuses almost exclusively on the films shown, which were intended to project the modern colonial state, to instruct and define citizens and to legitimise the work of the colonial government. However, Sellers' articles intriguingly recognise the specific ways in which the live event itself could more directly achieve these goals. The regulation of film space was imagined here as part of a broader effort to regulate colonial space, and this is perhaps most neatly revealed in a 1943 report on film shows in the Gold Coast. The report explained that a lamp had been fitted to the screen 'to reduce any slight tendency to friction in audiences. Isolated trouble makers,' the reports notes, 'are thus exposed to the general gaze and come under the censure, unmistakably expressed, of the main body of the audience.' 15 What we see here is both a reliance on selfregulation within this colonial space and a literal attempt to use the cinema screen to light up audience behavior and political dissidence; in effect, the film is watching the audience.
The prescribed organisation of the exhibition site served as a way of maintaining order, reaffirming support for the colonial state, and administering colonial authority. Film was imagined here as a way of attracting an audience, of 'contacting directly and at one time,' as a report from Sukumaland noted, 'several classes' that were usually 'untouched by normal methods.' As the report acknowledged, 'the cinema, may if desired, be used as an attraction.' 16 However, the film was not simply imagined here Both noted the divergence between the government text and the words spoken by the commentator, and highlighted the problems of regulating colonial film at the point of production. The point of control is then not at production, but at exhibition, with the pivotal role in colonial cinema often not the film director, as was so frequently the case in Western cinema, but rather the commentator, who would set up screenings, provide an introductory lecture, answer questions, counter unrest, and of course translate and talk over the film. While the CFU did set out some guidelines for these commentators, the experience of watching film was far less closely monitored than the film text itself.
Locating the commentator in colonial film
'In Nigeria, where the language barrier is a real obstacle to the communication of ideas, we look upon the commentator as the most vital link between the film and the audience. It is upon the commentator's shoulders that there falls the duty of explaining obscure points, clearing up misunderstandings, and generally being responsible for the proper impact of the film; and all this without direct European supervision. In Nigeria, with its vast distances, once a mobile van has left headquarters they are "on their own" in the strict meaning of that phrase.' 24 The comments of filmmaker Norman Spurr, published in Colonial Cinema in 1948, were seemingly not reflected in CFU policy during this period. While Spurr argued that 'it is evident that the commentator has to be something of a superman,' the CFU appeared to see this figure more as Clark Kent, administering and carrying out instructions. Furthermore, while Spurr repeatedly emphasised the 'unsupervised' nature of this role, CFU policy suggested that such supervision could take place at the point of production, seeking to monitor the films and scripts sent out, and to control the organisation of the show from afar. Pearson argued that 'the quality of the commentary determines the quality of the strip,' adding that 'in film strips the all-important factor is the spoken word.' 38 The local commentator offered a direct conduit between the government and the colonial subjects, delivering messages but also, on occasion, receiving and relaying audience responses. The Gold Coast Report explained that commentators would 'make a point of questioning individual members of the audience on the morning following a performance,' while Sellers urged that 'wherever possible' observers (and this often fell on the commentator) should be present to 'listen for any interesting remarks.' 39 Charles Ambler has recently argued that in Kenya, the staff used the tours for 'intelligence gathering and surveillance,' so that the tours were 'as much about gauging political sentiments in this rural area as they were about documenting the efficacy of the films shown.' 40 Yet, there is little evidence of the CFU initiating or collating these political responses. Its surveillance addressed neither the politics of the audience nor the reactions to the live event, but rather remained focused on the film text, watching and commentating on the types of films shown. In short, the CFU wasn't watching audiences, it was watching audiences watching films.
Watching audiences watching films
I will next examine the ways in which the CFU watched its audiences, focusing on two audience surveys conducted in 1943 and 1952. Examining the administration of these schemes provides a snapshot of the broader challenges and difficulties facing centralised government agencies across a disintegrating empire. More specifically to film, the audience surveys reveal both this misdirection in the CFU's surveillance -the fixation on the film text -while also providing a glimpse into how these films shows actually worked.
Here once more, we see the emergence of a local voice. The CFU opposed these changes, arguing that 'policy and administrative and financial control cannot efficiently be separated' and, on this occasion, the Colonial Office relented. 48 The CFU, for its part, now recognised the need to acknowledge the changing political situation, even if it was evidently unconvinced on the value of these changes. 'It might even be worthwhile,' wrote one CFU official, 'as a matter of tactics, to add a paragraph to the draft scheme about the importance of local assistance and collaboration.' 49 While the CFU had seemingly secured control of the research scheme, there was a significant caveat; the scheme would be administered from So, what do these reports reveal? Firstly, they highlight the technological failings, which ensured that the shows were cut short or presented in unimagined ways. These failings were often attributed to human error. Morton-Williams notes how a screening of Development -Awgu (1949) was projected at 16fps but had been shot at a faster rate. The film viewed by audiences was thus effectively in slow motion. This prompted two responses, both of which worked against its intended pedagogical function. Initially the audience laughed, but later complaints were made in a Group Council Meeting in Awgu. 'As everyone was shown moving very slowly,' the report explained, 'it looked as if they were lazier than other people, and they felt they had been shamed and were angry.' 63 Such a response, while used to reaffirm Sellers' dominant ideologies on illiterate African audiences, again shows the film text reimagined on account of external factors.
The preeminence of the film text was also undermined at many screenings by a failure to organise the exhibition site. At a screening in Dashit, the film was stopped at times while the 'audience rearranged themselves' after clamoring too close to the screen. Other screening reports noted groups of men 'standing all together behind the projector' or 'crowded very close to the screen,' restricting their view and ensuring that they were 'unable to see adequately anything intricate.' 64 The Central African Film Unit insisted on using colour within its films, but the nature of outdoor mobile exhibition meant that the details within the film were often obscured. Morton-Williams appears to acknowledge this when later concluding that colour was of 'very little importance' within these films. 65 Indeed, given the exhibition context, the details and intricacies within the frame, so closely monitored by Sellers and colonial filmmakers, were often of far less importance than those producing or reviewing the films from London cared to believe. Corporation, who has spoken many of the commentaries, must now be quite familiar.' 74 This BBC voice represented a traditional authority from London, which alongside language and music (for example 'God Save the King' which concluded screenings) was integral to the ways in which these shows were imagined as part of the colonising process.
The CFU prioritised the original film, complete with English voiceover, and this is symptomatic of a failure to acknowledge the mutable nature of these films as they were presented to local African audiences. For all its emphasis on tailoring film production to African audiences, on training local filmmakers and monitoring individual films, the CFU was slower to recognise the importance of local figures in presenting, and redefining, the film text to colonial audiences. The local commentator now replaced, spoke over or competed with this authoritarian voice. This potentially provided a disjuncture between 'them' and 'us' on screen, and highlighted the rise of a new voice within African cinema, one that in its formal adoption, began a process of reclaiming authority from the colonisers and set the grounds for both independence and post-colonial filmmaking. 
